GOETHE'S REPUTATION IN AMERICA
over convention. Even men like Parker called him selfish,
debauched, and epicurean, with little sympathy for man's noblest
ideals. Even women like Margaret Fuller, an ardent admirer of
Goethe and the translator of Eckermann, found in him a lack of
"the sweetness of piety and insight into nature's sacred secret".
The opinion that American rejection of Goethe was due largely
to the Puritanical philosophy of life which supposedly prevailed
in New England far into the nineteenth century has been so often
repeated that it is now accepted as a truism. It seems appropriate,
though, to question it. No doubt Puritanism and intolerance in
the sphere of morality were formidable factors in early America.
Some vestiges of a Puritan tradition survived. But it seems doubt-
ful whether they account, more than in part, for the strictures
against Goethe.
In so far as American judgments of Goethe were coloured by
British judgments, they could not be claimed as of Puritanical
origin, for not Puritanism but Victorianism was now a vital
factor in England. Moreover, the states south of New England,
especially Pennsylvania, whence some of the criticism stems,
represented a blending of Quaker and German elements, in no
sense dependent upon Boston. It seems more plausible to explain
the American attitude toward Goethe on natural grounds. They
include the difficulty of understanding any man of his stature on
the basis of flimsy evidence, and the difference in the mores of the
two countries, one with an old, highly developed civilization, the
other a newly emerging colossus with Anglo-Saxon traditions.
Moreover, most American Goethe friends, including Hedge,
Brooks, Emerson, Longfellow, Bancroft, and Whittier, were
religionists, and as such they looked at Goethe.
This is hardly the place to dilate upon these matters. One fact,
though, should be remembered. Even in Germany, there
existed, at that time, no crystallized opinion in Goethe's favour.
We have merely to mention the name of that anti-Goethean
firebrand, Wolfgang Menzel, who incidentally figured as an
important authority on Goethe in the America of 1840; we need
only recall the activism and realism of the Young Germans of the
thirties as a group, who charged Goethe's poetry of personal
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